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To converse – to exchange knowledge with 
someone or something, requires skill in 
listening.  Listening not just to the sounds 
made, but to the intensity of tone and the 
meaning carried to gain understanding. 
This article has grown from listening to 
conversations with delegates at conferences, 
conversations between delegates and 
materials and from learning to listen to 
materials themselves as they carry the 
resonance of different qualities or misuse 
embedded in their making. By approaching 
design as a ‘conversation with materials’ 
we return to the old middle English sense 
of conversation: to be ‘living among, 
familiarity, intimacy’ (Oxford, 2019) with the 
matter around us and more importantly, 
re-evaluating the urgent need to listen 
afresh to materials when designing in an 
Anthropocene age.  
One important starting question is what 
design attitudes and approaches have led 
to our current ecological crisis? Change 
is difficult and often resisted, but the 
significance of the West’s impact on the 
Earth’s geology and ecosystems through 
extractive industrial approaches to design 
are beginning to be called into account. As 
Kathryn Yusoff comments in A Billion Black 
Anthropocenes or None: ‘Material stories are 
origin stories – stories that reproduce not just 
arrangements of matter but subjects through 
divisions of matter’  (Yusoff, 2018, p. 19) If we 
have material conversations when we design 
things, the implications of our material use 
impacts on the human and non-human 
communities of origin. They also significantly 
re-make us, whether in the privileged but 
declining industrialised West or in areas of 
the globe where the materials are extracted, 
processed and re-imported as ‘modern’ 
materials that erase local use. These are 
important but difficult conversations to have 
and ones that require careful listening. 
The ‘Anthropocene’, a concept popularised 
by Paul Crutzen (2007) in his Nobel Prize 
winning work on the ozone layer, is now 
close to being formally identified as a 
distinct geological age, a ‘current epoch 
in which human activity has become a 
global geophysical force’ (Steffen, Crutzen 
and McNeill, 2007: 614). This is not ‘force’ 
in a positive sense. There are conflicting 
opinions about its historical beginnings. 
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Why do we need to ‘listen’ to materials? What does ‘listening’ mean – is it merely 
understanding vibrations on our eardrums? Or can our perception of sound have a 
wider scope, can designers attend to a material’s resonance through their feet or hands, 
or perhaps through their knowledge and understanding? Is there always a difference 
between a literal sense of ‘listening’ and its more metaphorical use that also encompasses 
caring about? Might material resonance travel both ways, given our embeddedness in 
the material world? This article considers the Western Enlightenment role in separating 
sound from its material body and the consequences of this. It explores how our changing 
relationship to sound has distanced the designer from materials and how we might identify 
fresh tactics for collaborative design by ‘co-listening’ and ‘conversing’ with materials. 
Through shifting our position to consider ‘materials-as-co-performers’ in the practice of 
design, both literal and metaphorical approaches to ‘listening’ are explored, together with 
the dangers inherent in our figurative deafness to materials. Methodologies such as sonic 
fictional design, and material ‘conversations’ are proposed as a way to explore decolonial, 
posthuman approaches to co-making in the Anthropocene. 
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the European invasion of the Americas 
that caused the ‘Orbis Spike’, a dramatic 
dip in atmospheric carbon dioxide levels in 
1610 due to the massacre of approximately 
60 million of indigenous people (Lewis 
and Maslin 2015: 171 – 180); the Industrial 
Revolution and James Watts’ steam engine 
(1800) and the ‘Great Acceleration’ marked by 
nuclear isotopes from missile testing (1945) 
(Yusoff 2018:24). 
In line with popular scientific opinion, 
Crutzen identifies the beginning of the 
Anthropocene at the year 1800; a date that 
indicates the rise of industrialisation in the 
Western world, using the increase of CO2 
in the atmosphere as the key indicator of 
influence on the planet. This naturally aligns 
with the shift from manual small scale 
making with tools to larger industrialised 
production of goods and a nascent design 
profession that drew up plans for objects to 
be made through the new steam-powered, 
cast-iron processes. Glen Adamson writes an 
excellent analysis of Joseph Wright of Derby’s 
paintings in this era, that give a romantic 
view of the changing workshops of British 
Blacksmiths to steam powered Iron Forges 
(Adamson, 2013, p. 82). The intoxicating 
ability for factory owners to produce 
multiples of objects by casting the new 
‘plastic’ material of iron heated to higher 
temperatures, naturally induced a ‘deafness’ 
to the nature of the material itself. The roar 
of the furnaces overpowered the sound of 
metal work on the blacksmith’s anvil - a tool 
that has a significantly different ring across 
its various surface areas alerting the user to 
its specialist functions. The importance of 
listening to the tone of the hammer blow 
when beating metal on an anvil, revealing 
much about the heat, softness and pliability 
of the metal being worked was increasingly 
ignored. In the steam age, speed and power 
replaced attentions to tone. 
The arrival of the Anthropocene in the UK 
began with the din of the steam powered 
hammers replacing the ping of a metal bar 
being shaped. The voice of a material became 
obliterated by the roar of the machinery 
working it. As the scale and volume of 
factory production grew, so did the ‘noise’ of 
manufacturing, to the extent that it became 
damaging to human ears. In response to the 
needs of human hearing welfare and safety, 
earplugs were patented in 1864 as protection 
(initially for soldiers) then further developed 
to protect against machine noise in 1905, 
leading to Mallock-Armstrong ear plugs 
(Acton, 2005). Rather than heed the rising 
dangers of machine noise as a warning, and 
a sign of our out of balance relationship with 
the machinery and materials around us, our 
approach has been instead to simply muffle 
the sound to reduce the damage to human 
eardrums; a trend that separated the maker 
from the process as well as the material. 
It would seem that our not listening to 
materials developed into not wanting to hear 
anything of the process of making either, 
the material sounds of the 19th century 
became viewed as industrial ‘noise’. As Luigi 
Russolo commented in his 1913 publication 
‘The Art of Noise’ in the Futurist Manifesto, 
‘In the nineteenth century, with the invention 
of the machine, Noise was born. Today, 
Noise triumphs and reigns supreme over the 
sensibility of men’ (Russolo, 1913, p. 4).
In the mid 20th  century our Futurist reading 
of machines as the means to construct a 
utopian world gathered pace. We became 
increasingly enamoured with ‘power’ 
through the sound of the machinery rather 
than the materials used. Car engines became 
‘tuned’ for better performance, disaster 
movies relished the sound of airplane 
engines screaming as they started to drop 
altitude. Motorbikes like the Harley Davidson 
were marketed on the romantic and 
distinctive throb of their engines. The sound 
of these vehicle’s engines became the sound 
of wealth, fast mobility and independent 
escape – the Modernist dream which was 
then exported across the globe. 
Parallel with the start of the Anthropocene 
and the Industrial age was the introduction 
of recorded sound, enabled by the invention 
of the phonograph by Thomas Edison in 
1877 (Beardsley & Leech-Wilkinson, 2009). 
With the separation of sound from the event 
of its making, the link between a haptic 
understanding of the tool and the material 
used was severed. The recorded sound of 
wood being sawn became a memory of 
an event, a reference, rather than a guide 
to how seasoned a plank was, through 
listening to its higher pitch and therefore 
understanding that it would shrink less. 
Recorded sound became a generalized sign 
of activity. Leigh Eric Schmidt in a chapter 
titled ‘Hearing Loss’, describes a shift towards 
using sound as a visualizing technique. He 
identifies a new visual culture of sound, a 
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spectacle of the auditory that had surfaced 
with the Enlightenment. In the drive to 
produce information on an equally industrial 
scale, printing and recorded sound became 
parallel vehicles of change: ‘Printing, in other 
words, had performative accompaniments 
in the dis-incarnation of the spoken work, 
counterparts that have very much continued 
to thrive – from the mediated voices of the 
radio to computer simulations….’ (Schmidt 
2000 p. 15 - 28). Contemporary mobile phone 
bell ringtones are a current example of this 
disconnected material mimicry, using digital 
translations of the original metal ringing 
phone bells, an auditory skeuomorphic 
approach to design.
This dis-incarnation – the separation of 
sound from its material body was further 
extended into a career by the arrival of live 
radio broadcasts. In its Yearbook 1931, the 
BBC published an article focusing on ‘The 
Use of Sound Effects’ on radio and listed six 
‘totally different primary genres of Sound 
Effect: 1. Realistic, confirmatory effect; 
2. Realistic, evocative effect; 3. Symbolic, 
evocative effect; 4. Conventionalised effect; 
5. Impressionistic effect and Music as an 
effect (BBC 1931). Sound became used as a 
signifier to drive narrative, as a sign that 
pointed to loaded emotional memories, rich 
with cultural associations. Sound effects 
on radio operate as ‘punctums’ in wider 
sonic narratives – sounds that jump out and 
connect to our memories, to borrow Roland 
Barthes term of photographic analysis 
(Barthes, 1981). To read Philip Singer in 
The Art of Foley is to fully appreciate how 
far sound has travelled from its original 
material physicality. His description of the 
creative use of other materials to more 
accurately convey a physical engagement 
with a material is remarkable. Singer’s 
professional advice includes using quarter-
inch audio tape screwed into a ball to 
sound like grass when walked on; using 
frozen romaine lettuce to make bone or 
head injury noises; or the classic - using 
coconut shells cut in half and stuffed 
with padding to make horse hoof noises. 
We are now so removed from the origins 
of a material sound that the sound of 
other material appears more authentic. 
We have stopped listening to materials 
and now often only listen to references 
of our memory of materials, a dislocation 
from our surroundings that is a marker of 
industrialisation. This disenfranchisement 
from the materials and environment 
around us has perhaps inevitably led to the 
Anthropocene.
However, to link the Anthropocene solely 
to industrialisation, to blame our use of 
carbon materials like coal for power and 
oil to produce plastics etc., increasing 
the measurable CO2, suggests an overly 
neat solution – that of simply reversing 
our use of fossil fuels to solve the global 
ecological problems. What this does not 
consider is our relationships with these 
materials. As Jason Moore observes 
in Capitalism and the Web of Life, the 
industrial narrative ‘does not challenge 
the naturalised inequalities, alienation and 
violence inscribed in modernity’s strategic 
relations of power and production. It is an 
easy story to tell because it does not ask us 
to think about these relations at all’ (Moore, 
2015: 170). Moore suggests instead the 
term ‘Capitalocene’ for an epoch starting in 
1945 (172), a term that might come to stand 
for an age of increasingly unequal power 
relations between humans and all other 
entities. Yusoff writes on the continuous 
contemporary extraction of resources, 
displacement of waste and ongoing 
colonial legacy that is achieved through 
a ‘grammar of materiality that privileges 
equivalents above relations’ (Yusoff, 2018 : 
50), specifically focusing on the capitalist 
racial bias that originally equated black 
bodies with material value in the context 
of slavery, gold, sugar, cotton and coal and 
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Figure 1: Delegates at the ‘Conversations with Materials’ 
perpetuated this into the factory assembly 
line piece work. 
1945 was the era when mass manufacturing 
and mass consumption was gathering 
pace, both in our material and audio 
consumption. After the second World War 
the record industry grew rapidly following 
the shift from brittle shellac to more 
durable vinyl records and the development 
of the LP. The investment by independent 
record labels in genres like Jazz, Blues 
and Rock and Roll meant that sound was 
consumed as a lifestyle and became a 
marker for racial and cultural identity. 
However, the lead singer’s cries for identity 
and freedom were ironically safely locked 
within the music industrial complex. The 
only sound that was really listened to by the 
music industry moguls, was the ker-ching 
of profit. 
The factory hooter sound of money has 
drowned out the more nuanced tones of 
our material relationships. It is only now, 
as we lift our heads to see the damage 
that mass manufacturing and overheated 
consumption has done to the planet that 
we are pausing to discuss different ways of 
being. What are our relationships with the 
material stuff around us? Indeed, who are 
our relations? In discussing how we might 
change to form new ‘kin’ Donna Haraway 
asks ‘when do changes in degree become 
changes in kind, and what are the effects of 
bioculturally, biotechnically, biopolitically 
historically situated people… relative to, and 
combined with, the effects of other species 
assemblages and other bio/abiotic forces? 
(Haraway, 2015: 159). Haraway’s inclusive, 
all embracing vision of us as complexly 
constructed cyborgs assembled from many 
elements, encourages us to open the debate 
to posthuman listening. Haraway herself 
coined a new term: ‘the Chthulucene’ 
for entangled temporalities, spatialities 
and intra-active entities-in-assemblage 
including the more-than-human, other-
than-human, inhuman, and human-as-
human (Haraway, 2015: 160). This leads us 
to consider what are the Chthulucene ways 
of listening? Do cyborgs listening to each 
other become a matter of materials and 
environmental selfcare, a form of complex 
materials listening to themselves?
It is this more-than-human position that 
the ‘Conversing with Materials’ at the 
Design Research Society conference in 
Limerick sought to explore. The format 
of a conversation (rather than an address 
or lecture) was particularly appropriate 
for co-producing new understanding and 
formulating what alternative relationships 
with human and non-human beings could 
entail. The conversation focused on ways of 
reanimating our mutual relationship with 
materials to identify different strategies 
for designing and ‘con-structing’ objects. 
It invited all in the room to consider 
materials as ‘co-performers’ of practice 
together with people’ (Karana, E., Giaccardi, 
E., Stamhuis, N., Goossensen, J., 2016). The 
DRS conference conversation offered a 
space to reconsider material relationships 
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 Figure 2: Screenshot of Soundcloud page where the Audio of the 
Materials opening address is posted  https://soundcloud.com/
janenorris/the-materials-opening-address-at-drs-2018  Image 
Jane Norris. 
 Figure 3: Screenshot of Soundcloud page where the Material 
summing up of the DRS Conversation https://soundcloud.com/
janenorris/material-summing-up-of-drs-conversation-with-
materials Image Jane Norris. 
through outside-of-enlightenment-thinking 
activities (Norris, 2017). 
The session started with a ‘Materials 
opening address’: a performance by the 
materials (stainless steel and wood spoons 
and tissue and cartridge paper) that had 
been placed on the seats in the small 
conference room. It was important that the 
materials ‘spoke’ first, and that a physical 
co-performance with the materials, outside 
of human academic discourse enabled 
the delegates conversation to start from 
a different position and encouraged more 
open and equitable relationships with the 
beings in the room. The response to this 
unannounced activity produced quite an 
electrified ecology of sound in the room. As 
a form of sense-based empirical experience 
that was not defined by human language, 
this was particularly effective in realigning 
the power relations to a more horizontal 
inclusive structure. The removal of human 
language as a starting assumption 
allowed for a more attentive listening to 
both materials and others in the room. 
An opening co-performance, that was a 
significant contributor to setting the tone 
of the group conversations and seemed to 
unify the large number of delegates that 
attended the session, who spilled out into 
the corridor and into an adjacent room. 
After the opening cacophony of materials 
and delegates, a colleague, ‘Professor 
Stainless Steel Spoon’ was introduced as 
a material anomaly, an example of our 
dysfunctional ‘not listening’ relationship 
with materials. This personalized naming 
of a material/object was a deliberate 
provocation and is referred to by 
anthropologist Edwardo Kohn in How 
Forests Think, where he suggests that 
not naming something is pre-meditated 
violence, a rupture in our relationship, that 
we make things killable by calling them a 
thing not a being. By specifically ‘naming’ 
materials and objects we view them as 
‘selves’ with us in a connected ecology of 
beings (Kohn, 2013:78). To not have a name 
is to be erased, if you are erased you are not 
allowed to speak, if you do not speak then 
you cannot offer an alternative view to the 
predominant narrative and  particularly 
as a non-human material you will not be 
listened to. In addition, Biologist Hugh 
Raffles writes that general nouns – insects, 
trees, leaves and especially ‘nature’ destroy 
our sensitivity to detail. He suggests 
that they make us conceptually as well 
as physically violent: ‘these little deaths 
of everyday life – pull us out of relation…’ 
(Raffles, 2010: 345). It is a relationship that 
has been driven by Western Modernist 
dreams of a human centered shiny 
technological future, as referenced in a 
paper by Renata M. Leitao, ‘Recognizing 
and Overcoming the Myths of Modernity’ 
presented earlier in the conference.
As described in the presentation of ‘Professor 
Stainless Steel Spoon’, the importance of how 
we relate to materials and whether we listen 
to them in a more metaphorical sense, is 
brought into sharp relief when it becomes 
clear that our not listening to a material can 
be lethal to our health. This is evidenced by 
the research of Professor Bill Keevil, Head 
of the Microbiology Group and Director 
of the Environmental Healthcare Unit at 
the University of Southampton and his 
team on antibacterial material properties, 
specifically the hygienic properties of 
stainless steel: ‘Although stainless steel looks 
like a mirror surface to the naked eye, under 
the microscope it’s full of scratch marks, and 
bacteria are able to hide in the grooves. The 
reason it’s used is that it’s deemed to be easy 
to clean and disinfect, but if you look at a 
magnified image of the surface, you can see 
that this is just not the case’ (Keevil, 2016). 
However, because we are not listening, 
we persist in using stainless steel in the 
kitchen for sinks, cooker hobs, splash backs 
and in hospitals with equipment such 
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Figure 4: The structure of the base stainless steel AISI 316L 
material. Optical microscopy image by Jaromír Kopecek.
as trollies etc., we are killing ourselves in 
hospitals with MRSA (Methicillin-Resistant 
Staphylococcus Aureus). Interestingly, prior 
to Modernism, hospital equipment such as 
trollies and door plates were made from 
different materials such as wood and copper. 
Wood contains anti–microbial properties 
and absorbs water, which means that 
infectious microbes are either killed by the 
properties of the wood or at least do not 
propagate on wet surfaces. Hence, the use 
of wood for kitchen chopping boards. The 
replacement of the stainless steel hand 
plates on hospital doors to copper ones 
(a return to previous practice), would kill 
microbes naturally via the small electric 
shock of a moist hand on the plate and 
would remove the need for the dispensing 
gel which merely seals the microbes in. And 
of course, the ubiquitous use of stainless 
steel for cutlery which we put directly in 
to our mouths, illustrates very effectively 
how far we have travelled from listening 
to and understanding the materials we 
use. Delegates at the Conversation with 
Materials discussed in depth how we might 
re-align our relationship with stainless steel 
and other materials in day-to-day living and 
in the design process.
This reappraisal of our relationships with 
materials is urgently needed if we are 
not to increase our exposure to material 
toxicity as well as increase the toxins of 
the planet we inhabit. Our understanding 
of materials must reach beyond our small 
anthropocentric perspective, anthropologist 
Steven Shaviro also challenges old empirical 
structures of knowing, of recording data by 
using human centered text and numbers 
by suggesting that ‘Epistemology must be 
deprivileged, because we cannot subordinate 
things themselves to our experience of them’ 
(Shaviro, 2014, p. 3). By being entirely human 
centered we have become an echo chamber 
of our own rapacious consumption, blocking 
out the voice of other beings with the result 
that we have produced a damaged planet 
in the Anthropocene age. Shaviro’s version 
of Panpsychism, a theory that all matter 
has consciousness, insists that sentience 
is a universally distributed quality. In his 
defense he states, ‘I attribute feelings to 
stones precisely in order to get away from 
the pernicious dualism that would insist 
the human beings alone (or at most human 
beings with some animals) have feelings, 
whilst everything else does not’ (Shaviro, 
2014, p. 61). Is it possible to step out of 
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Figure 5: Photos of the different group conversations 
responding to the first question. Image Jane Norris. responding 
to the first question.
our self-obsessed bubble to listen to and 
empathise with rock? 
This perception is echoed by the philosopher 
Alfred North Whitehead, whose writing 
has returned to contemporary relevance, 
through his proposal that all entities in 
the world are deeply interwoven and 
mutually interdependent, even if from a 
separate species. Writing in Process and 
Reality, Whitehead discusses this Process 
Philosophy: ‘Things are never passive 
or inert, they have the power to affect 
things other than themselves.’ Professor 
Stainless Steel Spoon has certainly had 
a few things to say to frail humans in 
contemporary hospital wards - much of it 
lethal. Whitehead extends this theoretical 
position to write of inanimate objects 
‘pre-hending’ (Whitehead, 2018:57 -59). 
Prehension is any process through which an 
entity registers the presence of, responds to, 
or is affected by another entity. Whitehead 
suggests that all entities (wood, rock, etc…) 
constitute themselves by integrating these 
multiple prehensions so that together they 
form ‘drops of experience, complex and 
interdependent’ (Whitehead, 2018: 18). Can 
pre-hending therefore be understood as a 
form of listening? Do materials in fact listen 
to us better than we listen to them?
How can we step out of the correlationist 
circle of only knowing what humans 
experience - how can we hear and imagine 
materials differently? Approaches such 
as Sonic Fictional design offer possible 
methodologies. Pedro J. S. Vieira de 
Oliveira in ‘Design at the Earview’ identifies 
sound as an ideal medium to address the 
decolonializing of our relationships, relevant 
in this case to materials through sound, 
stating that audio can be analysed through 
its sociological value, anthropological 
nature, musical character, psycho-acoustic 
properties and how it is embedded into 
design decisions (Vieira de Oliveira, 2016: 
45). Sonic fiction is what could be described 
as a poetic methodology for sound and 
cultural studies originally conceived by 
art theorist Kodwo Eshun and developed 
by Steve Goodman. It is an approach that 
generates critical multi-layered signifiers 
and as Steve Goodman comments in Sonic 
Warfare: it can ‘place theory under the 
dominion of sonic affect, encouraging a 
conceptual mutation’ (Goodman, 2010: 82). 
The aim of these conceptual mutations is 
to build new networks, new connections, 
new posthuman understandings with the 
materials around us. 
This conceptual territory is extended by 
Isabel Stengers in Reclaiming Animism, 
who suggests that, ‘In order to honour 
the making of connections, to protect it 
against models and norms, a name may be 
required. Animism could be the name for 
this rhizomatic art’ (Stengers, 2012: 9). This 
may of course feel like the outer fringes of 
design practice. In our current structures for 
manufacturing objects, how can a designer 
build an empathetic relationship with a 
material if the manufacturing process 
is taking place on the other side of the 
world in a different culture with a different 
written script, in China, for example? How 
can we build an empathetic relationship 
when sometimes we do not know the 
provenance of the material selected? Is it 
a local being that is in harmony with the 
seasonal temperatures and winds where 
it is going to be used? Or has it been lifted 
from its own community of climate and 
minerals and is being forced to do work in 
an environment where it does not speak the 
same ecological language – where it cannot 
expand in the heat or cracks in the frost or 
snow. When we select materials in design, 
are we listening to what the materials are 
saying? Or do we simply select on the ‘look’ 
of the materials and its associate references 
to status or luxury? Do we attend to and 
foreground the sound of wood when we 
design, or is the wood varnished with 
polyurethane to seal it, reducing its surface 
sound to plastic? Is the object actually a 
digital image of wood printed on plastic? 
Can we even tell the difference anymore?   
There is clearly a need for other models 
of knowing and relating, whether it is 
Animism, or Michele Foucault’s four pre-
enlightenment categories for organising 
knowledge: Adjacency, Emulation, Analogy 
and Sympathy (Foucault, 1970: 19), a 
doctrine or theory of ‘similitudes’ that can 
be re-deployed to enable a more materially 
empathetic approach to design and which 
would in turn encourage more empathetic 
relationships with the objects around us. 
Or a return to ‘respectful wonder’ in Marcel 
Mauss’s ‘Law of contiguity’ that blurs 
relations between objects and humans 
in his General Theory of Magic (Mauss, 
1972: 79). There is important work to do in 
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exploring this wider territory for possible 
listening-to-material habitats in the future. 
So, a short but packed workshop on 
‘Conversing with Materials’ at the DRS 18 
conference in Limerick has enabled the 
development of a theme – ‘Listening to 
Materials - to co-design in the Anthropocene’ 
and a wider study on our relationship to 
materials. It has led to a more extended 
full day workshop at the Research 
Through Design (RTD 2019) conference 
at the Science Centre in Delft this March, 
where international delegates explored 
through a number of recording exercises 
what involved ‘listening to materials’ in 
more depth. Themes: ‘Material Sound As… 
Company, Control, Placement, Recognition, 
Seduction, Translation….’ were considered 
and the responses translated into a series 
of recordings. This enabled the materials in 
the Science Centre building to speak and 
become heard within the design conference. 
Research and discussion at these workshops 
have opened up for reconsideration the 
parallel influences of the industrialisation of 
noise and the increasing overconsumption 
of sound as disembodied spectacle in 
contemporary media. What is perhaps 
encouraging are signs of a growing 
awareness of the impact of this on the 
posthuman world, the other-than, outside-
of-human beings who may not be sentient 
in our limited timescales, but whom may 
nonetheless com-prehend the world. With 
or without us. Writing about listening to 
materials as a sonic animist methodology in 
the context of contemporary design practice, 
will naturally read like a dangerously 
speculative approach unsupported by our 
familiar human focused, clear empirical 
evidence. These other forms of knowing 
will always fail to live up to the rigors of 
enlightenment science and mathematical 
measurement. But the development of 
contemporary models of design animism, to 
reassert a respect for and conversation with 
the materials employed when designing 
objects, would go a long way to addressing 
many of our contemporary material and 
ecological issues. 
The decolonizing of Western industrial 
Enlightenment thought, an epistemological 
structure that produced the Nature/
Culture categorisation dangerously led to 
the Anthropocene which is so effectively 
critiqued by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro 
via his term ‘perspectivism’ (Viveiros, 
1992: 73 -4). Here he draws on Amazonian 
cosmologies that identify every ‘object’ as 
a type of ‘subject’, an approach essential to 
re-balance the resources and perhaps the 
survival of the globe. We require the design 
community to use all material experience 
and innovative abilities at its disposal to 
conceive of alternative design practices to 
redress the damaging overconsumption and 
material toxicity that Western Modernity 
has exported around the globe. Selecting 
materials is a political act. For too long we 
have ignored the implications of Western 
material colonialism that exports toxicity 
and erases local material identities and 
ecologies of beings. This reconsideration 
of our relationship to materials is work 
that is crucial to the rebalancing of global 
contemporary design if we are not going to 
destroy the planet. Then we might be able 
to listen to materials and other beings to 
co-design equitably.
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